
November/December 2004

While the storm raged

outside, Fischer was too

busy inside to dwell on

that. He and his crew

had work to do.

A string of buoys
commonly seen in front of
water control structures
such as pump stations,
prevents small vegetation
and other surface debris
from interfering with
pumping efficiency. 

Governor Jeb Bush,
surrounded by local, state
and federal partners,
announces an ambitious
plan to accelerate eight
Everglades restoration
projects at the
Loxahatchee National
Wildlife Refuge.  

During a hurricane heavy August
and September 2004 that brought

record-setting rains, the South
Florida Water Management District

moved more than 325 billion gallons
of stormwater through our water

control system of drainage canals,
preventing or minimizing widespread
flooding. That's enough water to fill

3.6 million Olympic-size swimming
pools or the Louisiana Superdome to

the rim about 347 times!  

Inside: A closer look at Acceler8 projects
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The South Florida Water Management
District is a regional, governmental agency

that oversees the water resources in the
southern half of the state. It is the oldest

and largest of the state’s five water
management districts.

Our mission is to manage and protect
water resources of the region by balancing
and improving water quality, flood control,

natural systems and water supply.

E-mail or call us with your comments and
mailing list requests: 

pnichola@sfwmd.gov or sbennett@sfwmd.gov 
Toll Free in FL 1-800-432-2045
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QQ..

AA..

Question selected from District letters
and emails received from the public.

QQ.. I hear that the South Florida Water
Management District offers a variety of
excellent career opportunities and business
opportunities. How can I join your team?
Who knows? Maybe I’ll see my face in a
future “A Day at the District” column in
WaterMatters!

AA.. The District is, indeed, a great team,
dedicated to protecting Florida’s valuable
natural resources. Over the years, the state
has added many responsibilities to our
agency, as we have evolved from a primarily
flood control entity to a more multifaceted
organization. Our goal is to attract, hire and
retain the best qualified candidates to help us
carry out our diverse mission. And we are
committed to the principles and spirit of
equal employment opportunity. For the most
updated employment information you can
visit us online at www.sfwmd.gov and click
“Career Opportunities.”

Besides our own staff, the District needs
the skills and expertise of hundreds of private
contractors. And, you can well imagine the
amounts of goods and services an agency our
size needs. We have taken great strides to
inform and educate businesses about
procurement opportunities and how to
register with us. We have been recognized for
our positive contributions to the growth and
development of minority firms. The District
invites you to look for an opportunity today
to partner with us. Current and pending
procurement solicitations are online at
www.sfwmd.gov click “Procurement &
Contracts.”

Stepping Up the Pace
to Restore America’s Everglades
Acceler8 – eight environmental projects to be completed ahead of schedule 
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Hurricane Frances: 
66 hours inside a
pump station
with...
GARY FISCHER
Chief Operator

Regular 12-hour shifts are one
thing. A 24-hour double shift is
another. But imagine 66 straight
hours on the job… locked inside a
concrete building… during a
hurricane… in the company of just
two coworkers and six massive
diesel engines, each big enough to
power a U.S. Navy ship. The
engine noise is deafening, the
winds outside are roaring, it’s hot,
and you’re dog-tired. Halfway
through, you lose contact with the
outside world: no regular phone
lines, cell phones or satellite
phones to check on your house or
family. Your lifelines are two
generators that thankfully keep the
lights and air conditioning on, a
reliable communication connection
to managers back at headquarters
and the relentless work of keeping
the fuel-hungry engines pumping
water out of the canal – so more
water can flow into them instead
of into the roadways and homes of
South Florida.

That’s how South Florida Water
Management District Chief
Operator Gary Fischer spent
Hurricane Frances. Fischer, Pat
Morgan and Walter Betit went into
“lock-down” at pump station S-5A
on Thursday, Sept. 2, at 6 p.m., not
to emerge until Sunday, Sept. 5, at
noon. The pump station they kept
running sends water from the C-51

canal in West Palm Beach into
STA-1 West, one of the six
treatment wetlands that provided
water storage during Frances’
torrential rains. Without steady
pumping, stormwater would have
overflowed the banks of the C-51
canal, preventing water from
flowing in from the secondary and
tertiary drainage canals that keep
Palm Beach County from flooding.

While the storm raged outside,
Fischer was too busy inside to
dwell on that. He and his crew had
work to do. Scheduling their time
in three-hour blocks – two workers
on while the third rested – the
team tended the pumps throughout
the days and nights of the long-
lasting storm. This meant taking
hourly readings of oil pressures,
cylinder temperatures, water
levels, flow rates and other details
that must be monitored and

maintained to keep the pumps
pumping. One of the crew even
had to go outside every hour to
make sure debris was not blocking
the water inflow sites.

Perhaps surprisingly, the mood
inside the station was upbeat.

Fischer admitted that while it was
stressful to lose outside
communication, the only other
hardship he mentioned was the
bare basic food supplies. “We ate a
lot of soup and Cheerios,” he said.
That can certainly get old after 66
hours straight.

Relief for the lockdown crew
was difficult to achieve after the
worst of the storm passed. Without
phone service, the pump operators
scheduled for Sunday arrival could
not be contacted. What to do?
“Knock on doors,” Fischer said.
That’s exactly what happened.
Diesel engine operator Luis
Bianchi checked houses in
Wellington and was able to get a
relief crew on the way. 

At noon on Sunday, with a
replacement team on hand, Fischer
headed for home. The short drive
took more than an hour because of

downed trees and power lines.
Time for a hot shower? A long
nap? “I had a cold beer,” Fischer
said. He paused. “Actually, I don’t
think it was cold at all. But it sure
tasted that way.”
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A D A Y A T T H E D I S T R I C T

Chief operator Gary Fischer manages six giant diesel-driven pumps, helping to move
water through the regional flood control canal system. During Hurricane Frances,
Fischer and his crew spent 66 straight hours on the job here at pump station S-5A in
Loxahatchee. Just a few weeks later, the same well-practiced crew kept the pumps
going during Hurricane Jeanne.

ith wary alligators, waterfowl, wild 
flowers and a warm Everglades breeze 

creating a fitting backdrop, Governor Jeb Bush
announced an unprecedented plan to accelerate the
restoration of America’s Everglades. Joined by
White House Council on Environmental Quality
Chairman James Connaughton, Florida Department
of Environmental Protection Secretary Colleen
Castille, South Florida Water Management District
Governing Board Chair Nicolás Gutiérrez and a
host of local, state and federal partners, Gov. Bush
unveiled “Acceler8” Oct. 14 at the Arthur R.
Marshall Loxahatchee National Wildlife Refuge.

Acceler8 is a major boost for Everglades
restoration by stepping up the pace to fund and
complete eight projects by 2011 – more than a
decade ahead of schedule.  Many of these key
projects provide the foundation for future
restoration efforts.

“Florida is strengthening its commitment to the
Everglades by further accelerating the largest
environmental restoration effort in this nation's
history,” Bush said. “Completing critical restoration
projects more than 10 years ahead of schedule will
save money and provide immediate environmental,
social and economic benefits.” 

By accelerating the funding, design and
construction of these projects, the  Everglades will
experience positive benefits much sooner… and in
a more cost-effective manner. As opposed to the
“pay as you go” approach, taxpayer dollars needed

for construction will be significantly leveraged. The
South Florida Water Management District will
finance project construction with “Certificates of
Participation” revenue bonding. Financing and fast-
tracking these projects now helps avoid the
inevitable increases in construction and labor costs.

Most of the land for these projects has already
been acquired, with much of it purchased in
partnership with the federal government. Acceler8
strengthens the state and federal partnership to
restore the Everglades. 

Building these projects on an accelerated pace is
a major economic undertaking that is expected to
generate a demand for goods and services. Special
efforts are being made to ensure that a variety of
vendors and contractors will be utilized, and
partnerships are under way with local workforce
development organizations to help prepare area
workers with needed job skills.

This year’s busy hurricane season swelled
central and southern Florida lakes and water storage
areas to capacity, underscoring the need to move
forward as expeditiously as possible with the
monumental effort to restore and revitalize the
Everglades ecosystem. In addition to more
immediate environmental improvements, the
Acceler8 projects will also provide greater flood
control and water supply flexibility, along with
increased public access and recreational
opportunities. 

W

CLUES:

• Freddy the Friendly Alligator is visiting a facility in a reserve on the Gulf
Coast of Southwest Florida. The reserve includes a 110,000-acre sanctuary of
mangroves and protected waters at the northern end of Ten Thousand Islands.

• Freddy is learning about the preservation, restoration and management of
this mangrove estuary and how research programs aid in monitoring and
evaluating the effects of Everglades restoration.

• Inside the facility, Freddy watched scientists at work through lab
windows, heard a lecture in the auditorium and went on a guided walk. Then
he was ready for a dip in Henderson Creek!  

Give up? The answer is on the back page.

Find Freddy! 
Where in the District is Freddy?

Water Ways of Yesteryear
Hurricanes, circa 1947

The busy hurricane season of 2004 is a vivid reminder of 1947 when two powerful
hurricanes struck South Florida – George in September and King in October – and a
reminder of the South Florida Water Management District’s roots. Hurricane King flooded
this home and surrounding field near the present-day Miami International Airport. Pressure
from Floridians to receive federal flood-control assistance led to creation in 1949 of the
Central and Southern Florida Flood Control District, today known as the South Florida
Water Management District. The agency operates and maintains one of the world’s largest
water management systems, built by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers starting in 1950,
called the Central and South Florida (C&SF) Project. Today, the system includes 1,800 miles
of canals, 50 pump stations and 200 water control structures designed to drain floodwaters
during times of abundant rainfall, tropical storms and hurricanes. The system was originally
built to meet the needs of about two million people; it now serves a population of almost
seven million. As a District strategic priority, extensive refurbishment of aging, stressed
structures and machinery is under way. With additional water storage to be provided by
Everglades restoration projects, the District is prepared to help lessen flooding in South
Florida for many decades to come.

A Year for the Record Books

available storage areas were maxed out and the level of Lake Okeechobee was rapidly
climbing as Hurricane Jeanne lurked off the east coast. While some city, county and
drainage district waterways and ditches were still blocked with fallen trees and debris
from the earlier storms, the District hired contractors to successfully clear all of its
primary canals. 

In a “déjà vu all over again” manner, Jeanne followed an almost identical track as
Hurricane Frances just three weeks earlier – initially hammering the east coast before
making its way inland and dropping additional rain in the already swollen Kissimmee
basin and directly over Lake Okeechobee.  

“Working through our well-oiled and practiced EOC, we continually assessed
needs, identified solutions and took actions to make sure that all District facilities were
up and running as soon as possible after each storm,” Dean said. “Each time, we
issued emergency orders to help expedite recovery and we also provided support and
assistance to the state and counties with their recovery efforts when we could.” 

A CALL FOR RESTORATION ACCELERATION

The South Florida Water Management District is charged with balancing
sometimes conflicting mission objectives of protecting and improving water supply,
flood control, water quality and natural systems on a daily basis. An active hurricane
season compounds and complicates that on-going challenge. 

“At the beginning of August, we were concerned about water supplies and the
potential for water use restrictions because the typical rainy season was drier than
normal,” said Dean. “By the end of September, our concern switched to flood control
as hurricane-generated rains boosted Lake Okeechobee’s water level by almost six
feet.  In response, the Corps had to begin making releases to the coastal estuaries,
putting stress on those downstream ecosystems.”    

The hurricane season of 2004 vividly underscores the need for accelerated
implementation of Everglades restoration projects designed to provide additional water
storage alternatives. The Acceler8 initiative will help put projects in the ground much
sooner.   

“While we are proud of how well we operated the system under these unusual
back-to-back hurricane conditions, the man-made system – along with the natural
system – is definitely showing signs of stress,” said Dean. “Until we have those much-
needed reservoirs and other projects in place, we will continue to be limited in our
choices when it comes to moving vast quantities of water.” 

“Hurricane Season” continued from inside

ANSWER TO FIND FREDDY
The Rookery Bay Environmental
Learning Center

Freddy is visiting the modern, newly
opened Rookery Bay Environmental Learning
Center in Naples featuring aquariums and
interactive learning stations. The center
educates visitors about the National Estuarine
Research Reserve System, which was
established for long-term research, education
and stewardship of this nearly pristine
mangrove forest. The South Florida Water
Management District collaborates with the
center, providing educational materials and
research. 

The facility strives to connect the
community with Southwest Florida’s unique
and vital habitats, as well as the research
going on there. The learning center features
5,000 square feet of exhibits, four marine
research laboratories, a coastal training
center, art gallery, aquaria and a visitor’s
center.

Rookery Bay Reserve is one of the largest
mangrove-forested regions in the world and
one of the few remaining undisturbed
mangrove estuaries in North America. The
reserve provides a basis for making informed
coastal decisions and works in partnership
with local communities to promote
stewardship.

For additional information, contact the
center at (239) 417-6310.

* Depending on surface and groundwater levels, storage availability and weather conditions, stormwater
may or may not be moved into areas indicated by the arrows.  

How Stormwater Is Managed Through
South Florida’s Primary Water Control System

                                                                                             




